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INTRODUCTION 


"Dear God", wrote a little girl named Sylvia, "are boys 
better than girls? I know you are one but try to be fair." 
What would you say to that? Language and concepts go 
together with the former providing the framework for the 
latter. Thus the process of socialization continues as 
thoughts and actions are reflected in language which in 
turn conditions how people think and act. It is important 
to change the pattern, to introduce concepts of equality 


and fairness in our language through the use of non-sexist 
words. 


English is a very male-oriented language because of its 
evolution in a patriarchal society, but times, values, 
norms and conditions change — perhaps at a greater pace 
than the rules of language have. Therefore, to free 
language from sexist usage and assist the process of 
change in our society, the Canadian Advisory Council on 
the Status of Women (CACSW) has prepared the following 
guidelines for its communications, research reports and 
publications. General use of non-sexist guidelines will 
eliminate references in our language, such as "Museum of 
Man" and "Man and His World", which undervalue or 
ignore the role and contribution of women in our society. 


Objectives 


The intent of our guidelines is to ensure that all 
publications, research reports and communications of the 
CACSW be free of sexist language which promotes sex 
stereotyping. It is important that we correct certain 
patterns of writing that help to perpetuate the imbalance 
in the representation of women and men at the workplace 
and at home. 


Those who shudder at the thought of change of tradition 
in language or the growth of "unisexed" language should 
perhaps pause for a moment to think about the 
inconsistent and absurd use of generic "man" for woman. 
When is a woman a man, when is she not? "Mankind" is 
inclusive whereas "men only" exclusive? 


An interesting point is made in the Language Alert 
Newsletter: "Research shows that when the word man is 
used rather than human being, listeners or readers 
visualize men much more often than they do women." 
People in general are not all of the male gender, and the 
usage of generic "man" and the vocabulary emanating 
from it tends to perpetuate the "invisibility" of women in 
the social system. 


Linguists have groaned at the changes suggested by both 
reformers and conformers of language —the former to 
improve, the latter to ridicule. Thus, "shedonism", 
"girlcotting", and "countessdowns" were proposed by 
some. Others said a man could expect to put up his 
"duchesses" before female belligerents. Somewhere in the 
process of evolution God acquired a male identity, the 
legal profession lost sight of women's existence (so they 
had to ask to become "persons" again), and women 
acquired social titles advertising their marital status 
while men carried on, secure in their identity in the 
"Brotherhood of Man." 


Examples could be given at length, but the idea clearly 
comes across — that consciousness-raising is still needed, 
that thought and language patterns are still floundering in 
sexism and tradition. That is why guidelines to implement 
change are needed. 


At the general meeting in December 1983, the CACSW 
recommended that all communications, research reports 
and publications of the Council be free of sexist language 
and sex stereotyping. In accordance with that, the 
following definitions and guidelines are suggested: 


Definitions 
a) Sexism is discrimination based on gender. 


b) Sexist language is language that excludes one sex or 
gives unequal treatment to women and men. 


c) Sex stereotyping refers to language, attitudes or 
representations which tend to attribute particular 
roles and characteristics to people on the basis of 
their sex, without taking them into consideration as 
individuals. 


d) Communications include written, visual and oral 
material produced for distribution within the office 
and to the public. 


SUGGESTED GUIDELINES 


While sexism in language is — unfortunately — a vast topic, 
we can at least begin to deal with several aspects of it. 
The idea is to use the existing language more diversely 
and thus avoid the pitfalls of sexism, instead of creating 
new words and adding to the existing ambiguity and 
confusion in the language. 


Occupational titles 


Occupational titles should be used in a way that does not 
designate the sex of a person. Often, occupational titles 
are "male" or "female" depending on whichever sex had 
traditionally dominated a profession. The Manual of Sex- 
Free Occupational Titles (part of the Canadian 
Classification Dictionary of Occupational Titles) should 
be used in references to people in occupations. 


E.g.: cleaning lady as cleaner 
steward (ess) as (flight) attendant 
fireman as _ fire fighter 


policewoman (man) as __ police officer 


mailman as mail carrier 


sales woman (man) as __ sales clerk or sales 
representative 

draftsman as drafting technician 

businessman as business executive 


Women should be represented as equals, not different 
from or subordinate to men. Generic terms should not be 
changed to designate the sex of a person. E.g.: "lady 
doctor", "male nurse" can appear to be condescending, and 
if necessary should be understood from the text. 


It would be better to refrain from feminizing gender 
terms, for it is usually unnecessary (e.g. "authoress", 
"poetess", "manageress") if not belittling (e.g. "jockette", 
"astronette"). 


Titles of address 


a) There should be a consistent and parallel use of 
titles of address. 


E.g.s The Honourable Marc Lalonde and _ the 
Honourable Flora MacDonald 
NOT 
The Honourable Marc Lalonde and Madame 
Flora MacDonald 


b) The use of names should be parallel and consistent. 


E.g.: Rebecca West and Samuel Taylor 
or 
Samuel and Rebecca 
or 
West and Taylor 
or 
Professors Taylor and West 


c) It is important to portray women as equals, not as 
appendages. Do we have "farm husbands" as we 


d) 


e) 


f) 


have "farm wives"? It would be more appropriate to 
Say: 


Sally Smith, host of the morning show... 
NOT 

Sally Smith, wife of...daughter of... 

or 

Tom and Mary Smith... 

NOT 

Dr. or Mr. and Mrs. Tom Smith... 

or 

Perry Mason and his secretary Della Street 
NOT 


Mr. Mason and his secretary Della... 


The use of words which patronize or trivialize 
women should be avoided. Also, words that 
attribute "masculine" and "feminine" characteristics 
are not always complimentary. E.g.: "man-sized 
job", "woman's work." 


In general references use either the full name, a 
neutral title, or the surname. 


E.g.: Rebecca West said... 
or 
Professor West said... 
or 
West said... 


Women should not always be accorded second place 
in general expressions such as men and women, his 
and hers, etc. Alternating the usage of these 
expressions would provide a balanced presentation. 
E.g.: women and men, his and hers, Madam or Sir. 


Sex stereotyping 


In our society, sex stereotyping is a major problem which 
is shaped by many variables. One of these is language. 
The use of words which contribute to the sex stereotyping 
of occupations and roles must be avoided. Unless it is 
appropriate to emphasize the predominance of one sex in 
a certain occupation, in making a _ certain point, 
references should be kept neutral. 


E.g.: Scientists become so absorbed in their work that 
they tend to neglect their families... 
NOT 
Scientists become so absorbed in their work that 
they tend to neglect their wives and children... 


Ask your parents to send a care package for you at 
school... 

NOT 

Ask your mother to send a care package for you at 
school... 


All lawyers and their spouses are invited... 
NOT 
All lawyers and their wives are invited... 


One occasionally comes across examples where physical 
descriptions — usually of women-—are_ unnecessarily 
provided. "Smartly dressed in...Mrs. Smith addressed 
the group." Such writing should be avoided. 


Writers must ensure that their writing does not 
circumscribe or belittle people, particularly women. 
Inference of inferiority should be avoided in general 
statements unless that is necessary to prove a point. The 
disadvantages faced by women have no relation to their 
competence. For example, a statement about women in 
the "secondary" labour force category could imply that 
the secondary market is inferior and those operating 
within it have less ability. Similarly, references to 


“working women" and women working at home should be 
carefully worded. 


Sexist language and sex stereotyping in a direct quotation 
cannot be altered. Some alternatives are: 


a) Avoid using the quotation unless it is absolutely 
necessary. 


b) Paraphrase it, giving the original author credit for 
the idea. 


c) If possible, recast as an indirect quotation. 


Personal pronouns 


The use of "he" to refer to an unspecified gender is as 
absurd as the use of generic "man" to include both women 
and men. Since there is no generic singular or common- 
sex pronoun in English, writers should refrain from 
assuming a one-sex audience (either female or male), or 
from creating ambiguity by coining new words or 
constructing awkward sentences. 


There are alternatives to avoid the use of masculine 
pronouns: 


a) deleting words not necessary to the meaning of the 
sentence: 


E.g.: the employee... 
NOT 
the employee himself... 
b) | rewording the sentence where possible: 
E.g.: the manager met with the staff 


NOT 
the manager met with his staff 


Cc) replacing the masculine pronoun with "one", 
"he/she", "her/him", "his/her" wherever possible; 


d) alternating between male and female examples and 
expressions: 


E.g.: Let each worker participate. Has she had a 
chance to speak? Has he taken the initiative? 


e) — using the plural form: 


E.g.: students spend most of their money on books 
NOT 
a student spends most of his money on books 


f) using the plural pronouns as substitutes for the 
masculine singular (generally used informally): 


E.g.s Anyone who wants to go to the concert should 
bring their money tomorrow. 


Gender of words 


Although "man" in generic terms denotes the entire 
population, it is too closely associated with its other sense 
of "male" to be used fairly and equitably for women as 
well. It is quite possible to avoid the use of masculine 
words in making general references. . 


E.g.s: mankind as humanity, people, human beings 
man-made as synthetic, artificial, machine- 
made, manufactured 


There are alternatives to avoid the use of "man" in 
references where the persons could be of either sex. 


E.g.s chairman as __ chairperson, chair, presiding 
officer, coordinator 
spokesman as spokesperson, representative 


Correspondence 


In both internal and external correspondence of the 
CACSW the following points should be observed: 


a) marital status of women should not be used unless 
specified by the addressee. The use of Ms. is 
generally accepted. 


b) for internal correspondence, use either initials of 
first name and surname, or first name, or full name, 
or title. E.g.: A.M. Smith; or Ann; or Ann Marie 
Smith; or Head of, Director of... 


Cc) when replying to external correspondence, use the 
same form designated by the originator. Where that 
information is lacking do not assume a particular 
sex or status. Start with "Dear W.H. Smith..." 


d) when initiating correspondence if sex and name of 
addressee is unknown, use the form "Dear 
Madam/Sir." 


CONCLUSION 


Equality of the sexes must be recognized and reinforced 
through the proper use of terminology. An androgynous 
language will be balanced and complementary, and free of 
thoughts and concepts that are discriminatory and unfair. 
The changes to be made are not simple all the time, hence 
writers must use their discretion in making choices. 
Language has to reflect reality-— women became 
"persons" a long time ago and should be acknowledged as 
such. 
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